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Abstract 
This paper seeks to present the furniture usage in Malay traditional house spatial organization. Data analysis is focused on 
Anjung/Rumah Tangga, Serambi, and Rumah Ibu area. Qualitative research is analyzed from the literature review and case study 
at Maliah Idin’s Melaka traditional house at Jasin, Melaka. The study found that the structure of the Melaka house played a 
significant role in creating built-in and loose type furniture. A built-in furniture is a form and space that has a combination of 
furniture function and space structure. The furniture presents a manifestation of the Malay culture and the way of life. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of AMER (Association of Malaysian Environment-Behaviour Researchers) and cE-Bs (Centre 
for Environment-Behaviour Studies, Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
Furniture plays an important role in explaining the way of life of an individual in the spatial. Furniture also 
reflects the characteristics of the interior space and cultural symbol in time (age) and place. The design of the 
furniture does not show the lifestyle and spatial users behavior pattern directly. Indirectly the function and needs of 
furniture designed able to describe the state of culture through activities such as working, socializing, entertaining, 
relaxing and dining (Kim, J., Choi, K.). 
Architecture and the Decorative background is intimately related to furniture, and any integral study of furniture 
must always be judged by its architectural environment (Boger, 1959). Hence, not only physical elements (form, 
color, material and structure) but immaterial elements (value, custom, lifestyle and view of arts) should be 
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considered in design process of furniture (Kim, J., Choi, K.). Furniture can produce result presents a manifestation 
of the unique culture and the way of life that fits every cultural pattern and situation. And it can lead to creating a 
user-centered design that competitive power of furniture design. 
1.1. Physical form of Malay house 
Ismail (1992) describes the physical of the Melaka house can be explained either by vertical or horizontal. The 
vertical design of Melaka house can be divided into three parts - pillar, body, and roof.  According to Nasir (1982), 
pillar part starting from the base of the pillar to the floor. The house pillars are mounted on stone plinths. Important 
structural located at pillar part are wooden beams and joists. Above beams and joists, is where the floor boards are 
placed by arranged. On the floor, there is the Sill that is also function as a separator between space components or 
house units. It also functions as a floor cover. Pillar part also includes a stair.             
Body part consists of the space between the roof and pillar (Omar, 1979). In the body part, spaces and the spatial 
components accommodate a variety of function. The body part is walled to protect space from various elements. 
Doors and windows are a part of the wall. Melaka house has several doors, the front door, the interval door and the 
rear door. Melaka house also has many windows that open toward the outside. If the windows are extending to the 
floor, balustrade will be fitted at the bottom.                   
Malay house form is shown on the roof part. Melaka houses are categorized in the long roof design. The ridge 
board is long straight and mounted horizontally elongated. The side walls are mounted roof gable. The house uses 
gable roof type. Under the gable roof located a hidden space known the loteng or loft. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Three vertical part of Melaka House. 
Sources: L.J. Yuan, (1987) 
1.2. Relationship of furniture and physical elements of Malay house 
According to Abidin (1981), a physical element is the smallest whole component that recognized as the integral 
part of the house. In the Malay house, elements range from the structural frame to the household utensils. The 
frames are made up of plinths, columns, beams and roof. Plinths are made out of granite or concrete. Columns and 
beams are made out of timber, and so is the roof structure. Roofing materials are atap or tiles, although corrugated 
galvanized sheets, nowadays, are frequently replacing more traditional materials.  
Floors are timber. Concrete floors are also used in the kitchen when the floor is not raised. Walls are of woven 
bamboo or vertical or horizontal timber weatherboarding. Timber screens, elaborately cured, are also used. 
Furniture includes mats, mattresses, chests, stove and an ambin or platform. Utensils include those used for 
cooking and water collection. Table 1 shows the division of physical elements into six systems: 
 
 
Roof Part 
Consist of Loteng (Loft) area  
Body Part 
Consist of Anjung (covered porch) area, Serambi 
(veranda), Rumah Ibu (main house) and Bilik 
(room). 
Pillar  Part 
Consist of pillars mounted on stone plinths    
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Table 1. Lists of six elements of Malay house. 
 
 
 
Sources: Abidin, (1981) 
The physical elements, which make up the basic house itself belong to four systems: frame, floor, walls and 
vertical circulation systems. The other two, furniture and utensils being contained in the base house. The elements of 
furniture and utensils are under the control of the four systems. When all the four elements in having been 
assembled, the two other systems are constructed or brought into the house. 
1.3. Functional elements of Melaka house 
The functional element is the relationship between spatial and human activity. There are six (6) functional 
elements exist in the Malay house, the entry/circulation, cleaning, cooking, eating/entertainment, sleeping, storage 
and work (Abidin, 1981). The selected four (4) functional elements description are disaggregating by spatial and 
human activity as shown in the following diagram: 
Table 2. Functional elements between spatial and human activity in Melaka house. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sources: Abidin, (1981) 
System 
1 Frame Consists of plinth, column, beam and roof. 
2 Floor Consists of the raised floor (including stair riser), floor sink, and toilet floor 
3 Wall Consists of the wall panel. Gable boards, shutters, and grilles 
4 Vertical Circulation Consists of steps, ladder or boxes used as objects to step on from one level to another 
5 Furniture Consists of mats, mattresses, stove and ambin (para), a wooden platform usually place in the kitchen. 
6 Utensils Consists or earthenware jars, grinding and pounding stone. 
Spatial Human Activity 
Rumah 
Anjung 
(Covered 
Porch) 
 
 
 
 
Serambi 
(Veranda) 
 
 
 
 
Rumah Ibu 
(Main 
House) 
 
 
 
 
Bilik 
(Room) 
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1.4. Spatial concept and function of Melaka house 
Architecture and the Decorative background are intimately related to furniture, and any integral study of furniture 
must always be judged by its architectural environment (Boger, 1969). Moktar Ismail (1992) described in his book 
‘Rumah Tradisional Melayu Melaka’ (Traditional House of Melaka) interior space of the house would not exist if 
there is no support structure. Structure mold to frame and form that can accommodate any function. Malay house 
spatial concept applies function space for more than one purpose. The concept and function of space created have 
close ties to understand the way of life of the community. Lifestyle factors influence the shape and arrangement of 
space in the house. In Malay house, physically describe the cultural characteristics of the Malay. 
1.5. Spatial relationship with Malay lifestyle in Melaka house 
Although a Malay house seemed so concerned about preserving the relationship between men and women, 
especially those who are not mahram (unmarriageable kin) and social hierarchy. Function space as a place to live, 
work, relax, socialize, and organize daily life is eternal. 
Front zone of the anjung (covered porch) and serambi (veranda) serves as a formal space. It became a gathering, 
ceremonial rituals, and social activities. Rear zone consisting of a kitchen house, a dapur (kitchen) and a 
perlimbahan (cesspool) is space for the work of women such as cooking and food preparation. The central zone is a 
private space that is the middle of the house with a bilik (room) and loteng (loft) above it. Anyone not allowed to 
enter the central zone except by permission. A bilik (room) is a girl’s bedroom and a storage area of valuables. 
The serambi (veranda) and the kitchen is also space for reception and entertainment activities. Long and large 
space is suitable to accommodate the requirements of the customs, culture, and religion. In the serambi (veranda), 
ceremonies such as wedding took place with the men sitting cross-legged on woven mats on the floor. They sat lined 
up against the wall, and lattice windows and dishes are placed in the middle. 
A function room for privacy or girl’s bedroom. When children inherit the house, the rooms are sometimes 
occupied by their elderly parents (interviewed, Maliah Idin). 
In anjung (covered porch) and pelantar (platform), men do the work like weaving baskets, nets soar, sharpening 
knives. Anjung also used to welcome the guests men, to rest and at night, the son will present the mat and make the 
bed. The rear area of dapur (kitchen) is a dining area and utility where women work together to prepare for the 
success of any ceremonies and celebrations. There is para (shelve) in the kitchen area as a place to store food items 
and dishes. The kitchen area has the same functions as the anjung (porch) where it was here women resting apart 
from receiving visits or female guests and does housework. 
From a religious perspective, the anjung (covered porch) and serambi (veranda) turn to the formal activities such 
as weddings, ritual prayer, and circumcision area. Serambi (veranda) also serves as a prayer area and study area for 
the children to reciting Koran and learn how to pray.  
In the Malay wedding ceremony, all space in the Malay house to cater for the requirements of the customs. For 
example, a custom Merisik (spy) held in the kitchen. The custom bertunang (engagement), hantaran belanja 
(wedding expenses) and the wedding ceremony was held in the anjung (covered porch) and serambi (veranda). 
Thrones and the wedding ceremony as well as the dyeing henna are done in the Rumah Ibu (main house). Trimming 
ceremony held for the bride in the room. The loteng (loft) is located in the middle of the house is usually become a 
place to stay and sleep for girls during the wedding. The kitchen is a place woman prepared the wedding meal. 
Rumah Ibu (main house) also serves as a bed area for female relatives who came from far. At the end of the 
Rumah Ibu is located a hollow timber floor for cleaning purposes including during ritual bath of corpse and child 
labor. Rumah Ibu (main house) is the most important space. It is a space-born resident of the house. If he inherited 
the house, the middle room would be the last place before leaving the house permanently. 
From these descriptions, it can be concluded that the concept of functional space in the house Melaka planned 
according to the needs and lifestyle of the occupants, customs, and religion. It indirectly creates the need for space, 
according to the behavior patterns of consumers and households. These behavior patterns define through active 
actions such as sitting, sleeping, eating, storing, cooking, working, and socializing. It is shown that the space of 
Melaka house is active with various activities and functions. Active act in space also refers to the human reaction to 
the space environment and requirements of the design. 
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2. Objective 
The objectives of the study are: 
x To investigate the elements of furniture design in Melaka house related to the physical elements of Malay house. 
x To study the furniture function  in Malay house spatial related to functional elements 
x To establish the meaning of furniture in the Malay culture and way of life.  
3. Methodology 
The research methodology is qualitatively based on a case study observation, on-site spatial measurement of 
house layout plan and interviews with the house owner. This research employs the expert’s interview on furniture 
definition and observational and visual analysis of the house components of the structure and spatial activities in 
Melaka traditional house. Study are limited in the accessible space of anjung (covered porch), serambi (veranda), 
Rumah Ibu (main house), Bilik (room) and Loteng (Loft) in Rumah Serambi Melaka. The approach to the 
observational is carrying out in Maliah Idin’s residence, which located in Kampung Pondok Kempas in Jasin, 
Melaka selected as a case study. The reason is that Malia Idin is the existing owner of three generations while the 
age of the house is more than 100 years old. Data collected in several stages:  
Stage 1: Study the important of furniture in the development of civilization by referring to the social background, 
lifestyle and activity, and the relationship of furniture, spatial and architecture.  
Stage 2: Analysis of literature reviews from proceedings paper, journal, books, the internet web page and the 
unpublished thesis. Gather data on furniture in Malay house. Understand the relationship of physical form, elements 
and spatial functionality of the Malay house.   
Stage 3: Gather experts’ opinion on Malay architecture and establish the furniture definition. Screen the variables 
to define the furniture categories and establish furniture definition. 
Stage 4: Walkthrough observations conducted for five (5) days duration, recorded using “notepad” and digital 
camera. The observation was focusing on the building structure, spatial planning and organization of space. Gather 
resident’s opinion on spatial activities, the use of interior spaces and human activities during several of events. 
All data were recorded, and all images taken were analyzing to identify possible result. The data justified after 
extract related sources and explore linkages among analysis. Finally, a table containing four (4) analyzed categories 
(usage, function, type, and the element) defines the furniture definition. The categories focused on the issues and 
summarized the findings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. Research framework. 
Sources: Abdul Wahab, M.H., (2014) 
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x Conclusion 
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4. Discussion and analysis  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3. The area of  Maliah Idin’s Melaka house, (1) Rumah Anjung (covered porch), (2) Serambi (veranda), (3) Rumah Ibu (main house), (4) 
Bilik (room), (5) Loteng (loft). 
Sources: Abdul Wahab, M.H., (2014) 
Case studies are conducted in the Maliah Idin's Melaka residence (Fig.3) located at Kampung Pondok Kempas, 
Jasin, Melaka. Areas of study are focused on the accessible space of anjung (covered porch), serambi (veranda) and 
the Rumah Ibu (main house) including bilik (room) and loteng (loft). The data obtained through observation of the 
building physical and interviews with house owners, Maliah Idin, who have direct experience with the spatial 
activities. Interviews carried out based on the questions formulated from the source literature review to obtain the 
validity of the information. From the interview data, the table below shows the functional furniture data based on the 
spatial functionality, functional elements and physical elements as follows: 
Table 3. Case study analysis on the spatial zoning and area, daily activities and application of functional and physical elements. 
Spatial/Area Spatial Functionality Functional Elements Physical Elements 
Anjung (Covered Porch)  
 
 
 
-The main entrance for 
male guests. Male guests 
are invited to the house 
through the area for any 
purpose. 
 
 
 
-Place to entertain guests, 
chatting and informal 
discussion.  
 
-Furniture: Sitting on   a 
wooden bench 
  
 
 
Serambi (Veranda) 
 
- Wide open space to 
accommodate a large 
number of male guests 
sitting on the floor during 
the formal occasion. 
-A place to entertain guest, 
formal meeting and 
discussion area, praying 
area, recite Qur’an, rest 
area, eat a feasting place, 
sleeping area during the 
night. 
-Sitting on the floor while 
reciting Al-Quran,  
 
 
-Standing on the floor while 
performing pray,  
-Sitting cross-legged on the 
floor while eating, meeting, 
and discussion. 
-Rest and sleep on the floor. 
-Floor: Sitting on a mat 
 
 
 
-Floor: Performed prays 
on a mat. 
-Wall: Sitting while 
leaning on the wall. 
-Floor: Laying down on 
a mattress or a mat. 
 
2 
1 
4 
3 
5 
3 2 
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Sources: Abdul Wahab, M.H., (2014) 
5. Furniture definition 
There are various definitions of furniture. Formally, furniture defined as something that can be moved, for 
example, tables, chairs, beds in a room or office (Steel, 2004). According to Profesor Mohamad Awang, who has 
Rumah Ibu (Main house) 
 
-Central and isolated area. 
Family area and accessible 
with permission. A place to 
family gather, meeting and 
eating area. 
-Female reciting Al-Quran,  
praying area. 
-Parent sleeping area. 
-Female relative guest 
sleeping area during the 
formal occasion- example 
wedding ceremony.  
-Cleaning/Preparing area-
Child-birth and  a shower 
corpse process 
 
-Sitting cross-legged on the 
floor while eating, meeting, 
studying. 
 
-Sitting and standing on the 
floor while reciting Al-Quran 
and performing pray. 
 
- Laying the body on the 
floor. 
 
- Laying the body on the 
floor. 
 
-Floor: Sitting on a mat 
 
 
 
-Floor: Performed prays 
on a mat. 
 
-Wall: A book shelved 
cantilevered from the 
wall 
 
-Floor: Laying down on 
a mattress or a mat. 
 
Bilik (Room) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
-Bedroom for married 
children or an old folk 
(parent-in-law) 
 
-The storage room of 
valuables items – jewelry 
and money. 
 
 
-A place to kept clothes  
 
 
 
 
 
 
-Rest and sleep on the bed. 
 
 
- The valuables items are 
kept in a wood box and store 
or hides in the room. 
 
 
-Kept folding clothes on the 
floor. 
 
-The clothes were hanging 
under the roof. 
-Furniture: Sitting/ 
laying on a bed 
 
-Furniture: A wooden 
box 
 
 
 
-Floor: Arranging 
folding clothes on a mat. 
 
-Frame: Clothes hanger 
suspended from the roof 
truss. 
Loteng (Loft) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
- Bedroom for daughters. 
 
 
-The storage room of 
larger utensils/items 
- Laying the body on the 
floor. 
 
 
-Storing utensils, kitchen 
tools/equipment. 
-Floor: Laying down on 
mattress or mat. 
 
-Floor: Arranging utensil 
on the loft floor. 
-Wall: Utensils shelved 
cantilevered from the 
gable structure  
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conducted a study on design preferences and consumers’ selection principles of household furniture in Malaysia, 
elaborates the definition based on the usage, functions, and types. Mohamad’s explanation shows that furniture is 
unlimited to a movable thing only but expanded through its usage – body supporting, storage and tool. It categorized 
into two types: built-in and loose. Also, a Malay traditional house researcher from Universiti Teknologi Mara, 
Associate Professor Dr. Anuar Talib said the Malay house equipped with utility furniture. For example, the Peran 
(attic) is a storage for larger tools and utensils for seasonal occasions such as a wedding and Para (shelve) is a place 
to keep and dry the regularly used utensils. 
Meanwhile, Azlaini Abdul Aziz, a researcher on an application of identity into a design through the perspective 
of ‘semiotics’ describe the Malay house itself is a piece of furniture. It serves as a repository of such tools and 
utensils. The floor was a place of rest where the user will sit cross-legged or lying down. The walls used for hanging 
clothes and organizing tools and utensils. Wall structure can be lean while sitting and forming space for storage. The 
stair can sit while chatting with a guest. Azlaini’s definition is base on spatial activities and functionality in the 
building components. Azlaini definition is supported by the written by Abidin (1981) that the furniture is a part of 
physical elements of the Malay house. 
5.1. Summarization of furniture definition  
Data from expert’s interview is analyzing and confirm on furniture definition. The furniture definition defined in 
four (4) categories – the usage, functions, types and supported elements of furniture. These categories need to 
investigate by an observational approach in Malia Idin’s residence in Kampung Pondok Kempas, Jasin. The 
categories are disaggregating as shown in the following table: 
Table 4. Definition of furniture. 
 
 
Sources: Awang, M. (2014) 
6. Conclusion 
To analysis the furniture in Malay house, research carried out on the physical elements and functional 
components of space. It is because the built-in furniture is integrated built with the structure of the house. The table 
below shows space and form of built-in furniture based on the physical element and furniture function as follows: 
Table 5. Built-in furniture in Melaka house base on physical elements and furniture functionality. 
Categories 
Usage Function Type  Element 
Body-supporting unit Sitting, Sleeping, and Leaning.  
Built-in and Loose Wall, Floor and Frame (Post, Beam, Joist) Storage/Utility Storing, Keeping. 
Tool Working.  
Physical 
Element 
Built-in 
furniture Loose Furniture 
Furniture functionality -  Sitting, Sleeping, 
Leaning, Storing, Keeping and Working 
Frame Roof truss  1. Keeping clothes used suspended a hanger  
Floor Floor Mats and Mattresses 
1. Sitting on a mat 
2. Laying down on a mattress or a mat 
3. Arranging utensil on the loft floor 
4. Arranging folding clothes on  a mat 
5. Performing pray on a mat  
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Sources: Abdul Wahab, M.H., (2014) 
The study found that the structure of the Melaka house played a significant role in creating not only the built-in, 
but loose type furniture. Without floor element, loose furniture may not be in the house. The study also found the 
built-in furniture is space that has a combination of furniture function and the space structure. For example, the 
loteng (loft) is a girl’s bedroom where the floor can be placed a mat or mattress as a bed. The walls are shelves for 
organizing tools and household appliances. The study also found that there is significance to the definition Azlaini 
(2013) that the Malay house itself is a piece of furniture. The furniture presents a manifestation of the unique culture 
and the way of life of the Malay. It has shown the identity and the reason behind the form and function. It may 
simple but practical. The purpose is crucial to sustaining the Malay routine activities, to comply the religion 
command and to serve their desire. The beauty of the design is not a physical, but the made and the purpose it 
existence. While the modern furniture full with elements and characteristic presenting individual identity and social 
hierarchy, the Malay furniture exist to serve, organize and sustain the Malay way of life in a traditional Malay 
house. 
7. Recommendation 
This study is not conclusive because of the number of case study and limitation of the research area. It is 
recommended further research should extend to the area of dapur or kitchen. Analysis consideration to the other 
type of Melaka house also important as to gain a comprehensive finding. Other than that, it is suggested further 
research may investigate the potential of Malay traditional furniture to be tailored to modern dwelling design to 
improve the quality of life.    
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Wall Wall frame and stud 
 1. Shelved cantilevered from the wall 
2. Sitting while leaning on the wall. 
Wall Gable  1. Shelved cantilevered from the gable structure 
